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Interview  „V7iih  2  top 


Amerlcan'Ad  v  i  s  e  r 


Guarded  optimism,  unheard  for  years,  is 
surging  through  South  Vietnam's  richest  Prov¬ 
inces.  The  reasons  are  laid  out  by  civilian 
authority  John  Paul  Vann  in  tins  exclusive 
interview  with  “U.S.  News  2c  World  Report.” 


•  -  •  At  CAN  THO 

Q  Mr.  Vann,  people  are  saying  that  “(he  war  is  over”  in 
the  Mekong  Delta.  As  one  who  was  for  five  years  senior 
American  civilian  in  the  region,  do  you  agree? 

A  I  ll  answer  this  way.  < 

Two  years  ago  we  were  suffering  130  enemy  “incidents  a 
The  average  now  is  between  12  and  20.  When  >ou 
realize  that  there  are  20,000  potential  Govenimern  tat  gets 
In  the  region— hamlet  outposts,  troop  installations  and  so 
forth-then  it  is  clear  that  the  overwhelming  majority  of  the 
population  is  essentially  living  in  peace  in  the  Delta  today. 

This  doesn’t  mean  that  the  war  is  over.  We  aic  dea.ing  ^ 
will)  an  enemy  who  has  been  actively  engaged  in  trying  to 
impose  his  will  for  decades.  They  will  be  waiting  for  an 
opportunity,  a  more  favorable  political  Climate,  in  which  to 
again  stimulate  opposition  to  the  -Government. 

Q  How  lung  are  (lie  Communists  prepared  to  wail? 

A  It  may  be  three  or  four  sears,  it  may  be  a  decade.  1  m 
fairly  certain  that  the  enemy’s  will  to  continue  is  (here,  and 
even  though  tire  over-all  level  of  hostilities  is  going  to  drop, 
there  will  continue  to  he  small  attacks,  sabotage,  propaganda 
and  acts  of  terrorism  for  a  long  time  to  come.  The  outcome 
will  depend  on  whether  the  Government  of  Vietnam  can 
maintain  the  political  and  economic  momentum  needed  to 
tamp  these  down. 

Q  As  of  right  now,  does  the  Saigon  Government  control 
the  countryside? 

A  The  Government's  control  of  tlic  Delta  population  has 
gone  from  less  than  3  million  in  1965  to  -5.S  million  today.  In 
all,  the  Delta  has  C.2  million  people.  Incidentally,  that  is  a 
third  of  all  the  people  in  .South  Vietnam. 

Just  one  fuithei  statistic:  In  Inly.  19 63,  approximately 
2,000  hamlets  in  the  Delta  were  under  relative  Government 
tontiol,  and  the  Viet  Cong  held  mote  llum  2.100.  foday, 
there  ate  more  than  -1.000  hamlets  under  G- -v eminent  control 
and  oulv  about  I  I  in  the  hands  e!  the  \  iet  Cong.  Around 
570  hamlets  still  ate  reg.uded  as  contested. 

Q  What  has  brought  about  the  favorable  change? 

A  The  te.tlly  major  change  lias  been  in  the  attitude  of  die 
population  toward  the  enemy  futecs.  both  the  \  ic.  Cong 
and  the  Ninth  Vietnamese.  They  have  lost  credibility  and 
Suppott.  'I’li is  change  was  accelviated  aflei  the  Communist 


C\ 


political  Wat  hi 
tmks.  To  snppoi  f  ! I 


t.ii 


t> 

.1  d 

:t*.  v 


77/  nlieioi*.  e  o’  iuK  I’.'S.  in;  it  a*  !  :  i':\  !»  g. 
v. Ii« *:i  the  rtieinv  slotted  t.i'.!:c>  iaua  parly  c- 
to  more  coo*. .  agin;,.:!  .saiCf.s  i. 
these  larg’T  units,  tn»*  rmnuy 
ei vase  t!v  ;.tvs  on  tin*  i ■■•m-t r\s:*h.‘  ;••»«!  !•'  on!:. 

w  hi  eh  tn-ak  the  voung  men  uwax  from  tienr  : . .  . 

pnVilieal  and  g;io:ri!!.i  cadres  also  wen.*  taken  out  ■  !  I  be*  it..: 
lets'  .to  become  company  and  battalion  ummwmku.  i 
enemy  began  losing  touch  w  ith  the  peon!*.1. 

Willi  Ti  t,  l9oS.  a  very  strang.e  lliiog  happened,  someth;- 
quite  difficult  for  W  esterners  to  understand.  I  here  is  a  v 
strong  belief  in  Vietnam  that  whoever  is  the  first  visitor  . 
Tct  brings  with  him  the  luck  of  the  year.  1  he  first  visitor  r 
Tit  '05  Was  tin’  Viet  Cong,  and  during  1965  more  den. 
and  destruction  took  place  in  \  ietnam  tl/an  any  year  m 
modern  history.  W  hat  began  as  chagrin  and  dismay  at 
of  an  eagerly  awaited  holiday  slowly  turned  into  hostih 
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John^Pou!  V2nn,  45,  h- 
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toward  th.e  enemy  forces,  who’  had  precipitated  a  year 
bad  lurk.  This  is  a  very  real  thing  herein  \  ietnam. 

Litemllv  dozens  of  Vietnamese  religious  and  other  lead-, 
not  associated  with  the  Government  tell  me  that  tin’s  i;  t 
major  factor  changing  the  attitude  of  the  population  town 
the  enemy. 

Q  Are  the  Communists  making  any  effort  at  the  moment 
stage  a  comeback  in  the  Delta? 

A  No.  In  fact,  just  the  opposite  is  the  case.  The  theme 
the  cnemv  is  to  gear  his  forces  for  a  very  long  haul— a  vr 
protracted  war— recognizing  that  military  victory  is  not  go; 
to  he  achieved,  and  therefore  re-emphasizing  the  politic 
conflict. 

Q  Is  the  switch  in  people's  attitudes  the  only  factor  wc*. 
ing  against  (lie  Communists? 

A  Actiullv.  the  whole  nature  of  the  war  has  change 
It  once  was  quite  clearly  a  rebellion.  There  is  no  deny: 
that  it  was  externally  stimulated  and  assisted,  but  it  v 
still  a  rebellion  of  the  rural  population  against  the  exist, 
Government  of  \  ietnam. 

The  war  lias  now  been  transformed  quite  dearie  into 
North  Vietnamese  invasion. 

North-  Vietnamese  air  almost  as  alien  in  South  Virtu 
as  are  we  Westerners,  they  do  not  have  the  intciligvi 
penetrations  that  the  native  \  irt  Cong  used  to  have;  t' 
are  tied  to  a  long  line  of  supply  and  communication-;;  t 
tend  to  fight  cot  tv  entmnally.  mid  they  enjoy  liitie  rap; 
(rimlintfd  an  i.vv/  jx.'grJ 
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I*  the  local  pnpul.’.li  hi.  As  result.  they  are  niueh  easier 
;i  ;l:t.  These  !j«;t:»r>,  plus  Ti  t.  have  cl- jt:*.*  to  the  rnnrnv 
lb  ag  v.b'th  we  v.vr r  never  ,:hh*  t«»  i!:»— is,  to  cause 
-  •*:»p:*iatici!  t:xur:i  against  him. 

lU.j  enemy's  ujiv.ake.q  coupled  v.  iih  lit*.:  lessons  we  have 
■•iftl,  have  resulted  in  an  entirely  different  approach 
.he  war  and  one  lhat  l»a_-i  proven  on  our  vide  to  be  quite 
■ . !Cu  t «  . 

T  What  do  you  mean  by  an  entirely  diiVcrcnt  approach 
he  war? 

\  The  Tct  attack  of  19oS  was  by  any  reckoning  an 
:.»l  psychological  and  political  .success  for  the  Viet  "Cong. 

it  also  had  a  very  therapeutic  eiTcet  because  it*  made 
«id  the  Government  of  Vietnam  re-examine  our  nrinrities 
our  programs.  This  led.  first  of  all,  to  mobilization  in 
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ant  with  a  militiaman.  Says  Mr.  Vann:  “To  control  a 
et,  you  must  have  a  permanent  Government  presence.” 


»  Vietnam.  It  is  a  reflection  of  much  that  has  been  wrong 
.-all  that  the  South  \  ietnaine.se  Covenhnerrt  had  never 
stimulated  to  mobilize  until  after  Tct.  \Ve  had  a  sittia- 
vliere  American  draftees,  some  of  them  teen-agers,  were 
jig  here  When  South  Yictua.ni  was  not  drafting  its  own 
lgers. 

.  of  course,  caused  South  Vietnam  to  mobilize,  which 
possible  an  increase  of  more  than  50  per  cent  in  their 
!  forces. 

ondly,  there  was  a  recognition  that  if  you  wish  to 
•1  a  hamlet,  you  must  have  a  permanent  Government 
•ex*  which  will  exclude  an  enemy  armed  presence, 
ihe  decision  for  expansion  was  not  to  have  more  Army 
>ns  and  more  aircraft  and  more  tanks,  but  to  have 
territorial  fences  armed  and  deployed  in  platoon  and 
toy-size  in  the  luimlcts. 

he  Delta,  as  I  mentioned  earlier,  the  Government  now 
?i  2.000  more  Iurmlcts  than  it  controlled  in  196S.  Why? 
sc  we  base  2.000  more  Popular  Force  and  {regional 
platoons  than  uc  had  in  1963. 

-her  factor  on  the  Covemment  side  was  the  decision 
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Ore  ua,  :l.e  holding  of  c!  *et:s;iis  that  lod.-.y,  i!: 
D.d-M  and  liuo’M'.hout  Vietnam.  appiM.xiiM  e-Jy  'yj  p,.r 
of  ;.H  \  iJlagvs  and  hamlets  have  i !»:«  H  e!  olucials. 

1  la*  siwu!  was  tin.*  (.uivcrmneut  program  (*»  % o 

village  its  own  budget  and  to  encourage  village  velf-*lt  sc-5 
n’.cnt.  ‘  ‘ 

O  .  V/hat  i<  Communis*  strength  in  t!ie  Della  now? 

A  Fla  u.  are  approximately  .nmed  enemy  in  t*i#‘ 

Delta  and  appowimatviy  iV.000  memhers  of  the  enemy's 
infrastructure,  lie's  compares  with  about  .45. igjt)  .unvd 
personnel  and  32.000  niem!>ers  of  the  irrfra.stit:clurc  a  year 
»*  to.ah  reciMction  in  the  nci ghbmhood  of  23,000. 
Q  How  many  Americans  arc  in  the  Delta? 

A  There  aic  no  b\S.  ground  combat  forces.  The  20,000 
Americans— ulio  will  be  snbstantiallv  rcchrcctl  in  number  in 
tire  very  near  future- consist  of  4,000  military  and  civilian 
advisers,  some  ti,0(.'0  in  the  helicopter  group  based  here, 
'juxiut  -1,000  in  the  engineer  battalions  which  arc  constructing 
,  roads,  and  about  6,000  Navy,  Signal  Corps  and  -logistical 
forces. 

Q  Is  Saigon  s  increased  control  strictly  military— or  does 
the  Government  have  political  support  as  well? 

A  I  would  not  stress  too  heavily  the  ideological  theme. 
However,  knowledgeable  and  reliable  sources  have  informed 
me  of  something  which  is  not  subject  to  statistical  repotting 
but  is  very  significant.  That  is  the  fact  that  many  thousands 
of  people  are  .silently  making  the  decision  that  the" war  is 
over.  This  particularly  applies  to  those  who  have  pftviouslv 
snppcutcd,  either  ovcitlv  or  covertly,  the  enemv’s  efforts. 

These  people,  -in  ever-increasing  number,  arc  realizing 
that  the  good  life*  they  have  been  fighting  for  on  the  enemy's 
side  is  available  now,  if,  instead  of  following  the  war,  thev 
follow  the  plow.  They  aren’t  coming  in  to  say  they  re¬ 
nounce  the  other  smo  and  wish  to  join  the  Government  side. 
Ihcy  sirnplv  arc  determining  for  thcmselve^that  the  war  is 
over  and  they  are  no  longer  available  to  ^answer  the  Viet 
Cong  call  to  dig  up  a  road  or  to  help  destrov  a  bridge  or  to 
act  as  a  porter  to  carry  supplies.  I  personally  am  very  much 
convinced  that  tins  is  happening,  although  no  one  can  know 
the  extent  of  it. 

,  Q  You  say  many  South  Vietnamese  consider  the  war  to 
be  over-even  though  they  arc  faced  with  continued  Com¬ 
munist  terror  attacks  against  civilians— 

A  My  observation  is  that  the  level  of  the  war  is  much 
lower  than  we  realize,  and  the  people  know  it.  The  nature  of 

.  this  war  is  such  that  any  unfavorable  incident  is  attributed 
by  the  Government  to  the  Viet  Cong.  Actually,  in  any  soci¬ 
ety  tnerc  is  a  certain  level  of  violence— murder  and  fights 
over  women  and  money,  etc.  These  have  generally  beeu"re- 
partcci  as  Viet  Cong  activities,  even  though  manv  are  not 
and  the  population  has  been  aware  of  this.  I  think  this  form 
of  activity  may  well  even  increase  as  the  war  phases  down. 

I  would  say  that  a  significant  percentage  of  the  activities 
now  attributed  to  the  Viet  Cong  is.  iii  effect,  part  of  this 
normal  level  of  violence  in  this  society  and  is'  not  related  to 
political  or  war  purposes. 

Q  With  Communist  influence  on  the  ’decline,  has  the 
life  of  the  average  person  in  the  Delta  changed? 

A  Greatly  so.  '1  he  farmer  is  the  “new  rich"  in  Vietnam. 
Throughout  the  Delta  you  now  sec  TV  antennas  coming  out 
of  grass-roofed  shacks,  indicating  the  fanner  there  has 
enough  money-spare  money,  if  you  will -to  buy  not  unlv  a 
television  set  but  also  his  own  -150-watt  generator. 

Three  years  ago,  my  estimate  is  that  one  sampan  out  of 
25  had  a  motor  on  it.  Today,  approximately  one  out  of  two 
is  motorized. 

T  lie  expansion  of  Government  mnliol  in  2.000. additional 
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tremendous  explosion  in  info; !? >n  about  1>\*  the 

transistor  radio.  I  cite  this  ns  the  "rev siiutinn  ot  -the  transistor 

rat  I  it*." 

During  the  period  of  IDfi  t  to  : 'JOT.  tin's  rural  society 
progressed  from  a  (armor  who  received  nearly  all  Ins  infortna- 
tio:i  1  »\*  word  of  mouth,  and  lutd  wry  little  knowledge  of 
what  was  happening  heynnd  his  immediate  hamlet  or  village, 
to  a  farmer  who  knows  daih  the  price  of  rice  in  Saigon. 

This  has  put  him  into  a  much  belter  bargaining  position 
with  the  rice  merchants  who  in  the  past  were  in  a  position 
to  exploit  the  farmer’s  ignorance.  Knowing  the  price  of  rice 
in  Saigon,  a  fanner  now  bargains  with  knowledge  cf  how 
much  profit  the  middleman  will  get.  If  he  doesn't  get  a 
good  price,  increasingly  .he  hires  his  own  vehicle,  hauls  his 
own  rice  to  Saigon,  retails  it  raid  still  makes  a  profit  over 
that  which  the  middleman  would  be  willing  to  pay  him. 

Q  Does  tins  mean  that  the  fanner,  because  he  now  is 
more  prosperous,  is  solidly  on  the  Government’s  side? 

A  Rural  prosperity  has  rebounded  very  favorably  in  the 
interest  of  the  Government.  I’m  not  suggesting  that  these 
people  necessarily  admire  the  Government  more  than  they 
did  before.  But  they  accept  the  Government,  and  I  believe 
that  they  would  resist  an  initiative  on  the  part  of  the  Viet 
Cong  to  now  change  a  situation  that  is  prosing  to  be  profit¬ 
able  for  them. 

Farmers  here  in  Vietnam,  like  farmers  anywhere  in  the 
world,  are  relatively  conservative  and  will  certainly  resist 
any  political  change  that  could  cause  a  regression. 

Q  Is  corruption  still  a  problem  in  South  Vietnam? 

A  Without  question  there  is  corruption  in  Vietnam  as 
there  is  corruption  anywhere  else  in  the  world.  Also,  because 
we  arc  in  the  midst  of  a  war  here  and  controls  and  proce¬ 
dures  are  markedly  mure  chaotic  than  in  a  peaceful  society, 

t 

Tractor  in  Mekong  Delta.  "The  former  is  the  new  rich  in  Viet¬ 
nam"  because  of  the  "significant  expansion"  cf  agriculture. 
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Villager  voting.  In  South  Vietnam  today  "d^proximeteiy  55  ; 

•  per  cent  of  ail  villages  and  hamlets  have  elected  emetais."  j 

i 
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there  is  proportionately  more  corruption.  But  I  would  say  ■ 
that  there  isn't  as  much  corruption  as  is  alleged.  ; 

Nearly  eventhing  gets  grossly  exaggerated  and,  in  fact.  ; 
readies  ridiculous  proportions.  ; 

Also,  there  is  both  a  language  barrier  and  an  awful  lot  of  ; 
ignorance,  which  makes  many  Americans  jump  at  what 
prove  to  be  erroneous  conclusions.  j 

To  cite  one  example,  I  have  been  continually  told  that  ; 
U.  S.  imported  rice  is  being  found  in  Viet  Cong  caches,  the  - 
implication  being  that  U.  S.  imports  are  being  sold  to  the 
Viet  Cong.  This  conies  about  by  finding  rice  in  bugs  marked  ' 
as  having  come  from  Louisiana  or  from  some  other  riee-pro- 
’ducing  area  in  the  U.  S.  \\  hat  isn  t  understood  is  that  these 
bags  are  used  repeatedly  for  several  years  after  they  come 
into  the  country.  •'  f 

Actually,  as  a  matter  of  interest,  basing  had  a  laboratory 
check  made  on  rice  grain  from  over  100  such  enemy  caches, 

I  have  never  found  the  rice  to  be  an  American  variety.  Viet¬ 
namese  prefer  their  own  rice,  and  the  Viet  Cong,  like 
many  other  Vietnamese,  can  purchase  all  the  riec  wanted  on  , 
the  market.  '  » 

Q  Looking  ahead,  would  you  predict  that  the  Govern¬ 
ment  is  going  to  stay  on  top  in  the  Delta? 

A  I  don’t  discount  the  possibility  that  the  enemy  could 
make  a  resurgence,  but  it  would  have  to  go  through,  the 
same  grinding  evolutionary  build-up  process  that  it  originally 
did.  And  that  isn’t  something  that  can  happen  overnight  or 
over  a  period  of  six  months  to  a  scar.  There  is  now  sufficient 
military  dominance  that  the  Saigon  Government  has  several 
years  to  determine  which  political  direction  it  is  going  to 
take.  . 

I  frankly  anticipate  that  the  Government  is  going  to  he 
successful.  But  if  it  is  not  .successful  in  the  political  conflict, 

I  as  an  American  am  not  going  to  bo  ashamed  that  the  Gov¬ 
ernment  of  Vietnam  has  nut  been  given  an  adequate  usance. 

If  the  South  Vietnamese  don’t  .succeed  from  here  on  out. 
it  cannot  he  blamed  on  the  lack  of  U.  S’,  support.  1  he  U.  S. 
has  been  unstinting  in  its  .support  ot  this  emmtiy  and  cur 
mutual  objectives  hue. 
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